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Cuvier had every right to be proud of such a beauti-
ful demonstration, and his critics must have been
silenced. Now, however, more than a century later,
we may allow ourselves to be more critical. What
Cuvier had proved was that the empirical correlation
between jaw and pelvis known in living marsupials
also held good for an extinct opossum which had lived
in a continent far from the home of any modern marsu-
pial. Cuvier was lucky in having hit upon an Eocene
fossil belonging to the same actual genus (Didelphys)
as the modern opossum. But he had done nothing to
justify the claim that the whole animal could be recon-
structed from a single tooth. He had not been able to
predict from the teeth whether the 4th and 5th meta-
tarsals would be of equal or unequal length. His refer-
ence of the fossil to its family and genus was based on
a combination of characters, not on a single one.

Even the broad correlation between jaw-angle and
marsupial bones does not hold universally. The Aus-
tralian Koala or native bear (Phascolarctos) has marsu-
pial bones but no inflexion of the jaw-angle.

As knowledge of extinct mammals increased, the
uncertainty of Cuvier's principle became obvious.
Owen invented the term "synthetic type" to describe
genera which showed a combination of characters which
Cuvier's principle would have made impossible. It is
evident that a wide "margin of elasticity" must be
allowed around a principle which Cuvier believed to be
exact and rigid. Nevertheless the myth survives among
literary men that Cuvier " reconstructed a whole animal
from a single tooth" or that Owen, still more miracu-
lously, " reconstructed a whole bird from a single
feather." The only basis for this last statement is that,
after a single feather had been found in the Solnhofen